T he Prospective Payment System created increased pressure on home health care agencies to attain positive patient outcomes while making fewer visits. It has forced chief executive officers and chief financial officers to rethink the way they have always conducted business; however, it has also encouraged primary care nurses to be much more creative in developing plans of care for their patients. Perhaps, this is not all bad? Had we become too complacent? Were we really efficient in the delivery of home care? Some of the revelations during the past year include a closer examination of our patterns of clinical practice to reach patient goals within a shorter time frame while using fewer medical supplies.
Home health care nurses have always prided themselves on being "generalists" who are able to deliver care to all types of patients. With the higher acuity of patients in the home setting, does it now make more sense to "front load" the plan of care by introducing a higher skill level and using an advanced practice nurse (APN) early on in the management of a complex case?
For example, a nurse practitioner specializing in wound care can serve as a resource to the primary care nurse by sharing the very latest wound care products available and by teaching the latest protocols in a collaborative effort. Is a wet-to-dry dressing ordered twice a day 7 days per week for 30 days really the best plan for a chronic leg wound? Will this plan promote quick wound healing? How many dressing supplies are used in this plan of care? Is there a different plan of care requiring fewer nursing visits and different wound care products that can optimize patient outcomes?
Although there are still reimbursement obstacles to the direct integration of APNs into home care, there are many creative ways to use these special skills and expertise until the payers recognize the numerous cost benefits. One of the first steps is to begin the education process directly with the primary care nurses highlighting the advanced skill level and resourcefulness of APNs in home care. Many physicians clearly do not understand the beneficial role of nurse practitioners in the management of home care patients, although progress is under way in specific geographic areas of the country and in limited areas of specialization. Home care patients will soon learn to appreciate the value of specific skill levels demonstrated with advanced practice nursing as they become more sophisticated consumers of home health care for themselves and their families.
This issue features new clinical models using the expertise of APNs and clinical specialists in home-and community-based care. The importance of nurse practitioners and clinical specialists in assessing, teaching, treating, and consulting in the home and community setting will be discussed by a variety of experts who have found the involvement of APNs to be beneficial both from a cost perspective as well as from a qualitative benchmark. You will find articles describing innovative practice models in the areas of diabetes, pediatrics, geriatrics, pain management, cardiac care, respiratory disease management, wound and ostomy care, and women's health.
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